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Housing needs to be protected as
an essential service

Housing is as fundamental to our health and wellbeing as healthcare, energy and water,
yet it is not afforded the same essential-service status or protections by Australian
governments.

Across other sectors, Australian governments recognise the importance of funding and
regulating essential services to ensure they remain safe, affordable and accessible for
consumers. In the energy sector, if a person experiences financial hardship and cannot
pay their energy bills, they can access payment plans and are protected against
disconnection. In the water sector, water quality, safety and access is assured by strict
regulatory frameworks and enforcement.

In the housing sector, however, similar protections are piecemeal or entirely lacking.
Many mortgage holders have limited payment predictability for the duration of their loan
and the level of support they receive in times of hardship can differ depending on their
lender. Renters in the private rental sector are exposed to poor quality housing,
unaffordable rent increases and are faced with eviction and homelessness should they
miss a rent payment.

As house prices continue to rise and social housing waitlists grow, more Australians are
taking on larger mortgages or are renting long-term. Addressing intergenerational
housing inequity requires the Federal Government to implement safeguards that give
people across Australia the confidence they need to plan for the future, knowing that
they will retain access to safe, comfortable and affordable housing should a personal or
external shock occur.

CPRC’s research with Anika Legal and Better Renting found that most Australians (83%)
believe that whether you rent your home or own it, your home should give you a sense of
belonging and stability. There was also strong support for recognising renting as an
essential service (83% agree) and for greater government involvement to make renting
more stable, affordable and fair.' Housing as an essential service needs to be the core
framing of Federal Government housing policy.

" Anika Legal, Better Renting, CPRC, April 2026, Essential Homes: Why renting is an essential service,
https://cpre.org.au/report/essential-homes
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Recommendations

We propose the following 11 recommendations for the Federal Government:

1. Establish an independent mortgages inquiry to investigate how to encourage
long-term fixed-rate mortgage products and more competitive variable
mortgage products.

2. Implement recommendations from the Productivity Commission’s
Competition in the Australian Financial System report to fix known problems
with Lenders Mortgage Insurance. This includes clear refund processes for
people switching to stop double payment of LMI.

3. Direct APRA to release regular public information about the LMI market
including market size, customer profile, claims ratio and switching rates for
people paying LMI.

4. Assess the value of LMI as part of a review into the mortgage market, seeking
to remove or reduce LMI payments for borrowers where there is no or little
value.

5. Assess lender policies and industry codes to standardise the type of hardship
help people can expect to receive, and introduce a mandatory mortgage
charter.

6. Work with state and territory governments to improve minimum standards
for rental properties nationwide.

7. Provide funding to state and territory governments to establish Rental
Taskforces to oversee and enforce renter protections.

8. Introduce accountability frameworks such as a mandatory register and/or
licensing scheme for rental providers to manage compliance and improve
renter protection.

9. Work with state and territory governments to develop a fairness formula
focused on transparent, consistent and fair approaches to rent increases.

10. Make sure that people borrowing for an investment property can afford to
maintain and repair the property.

11. Regulate to stop risky property lending advice and implement the
recommendations from the 2016 Scrutiny of Financial Advice inquiry.
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Cheaper and fairer mortgage products could
make home ownership more affordable by
increasing payment predictability

CPRC's recent research with Mortgage Stress Victoria found that Australia is an outlier
internationally because we do not have stable and varied mortgage options. Unlike other
countries, Australians do not have meaningful access to long-term fixed-rate loans,
tracker mortgages or consistent, standardised hardship protections. Instead, most
Australians are offered poor value and variable-rate loans, meaning that they cannot
predict their housing costs beyond a short timeframe.? In the current environment where
interest rates are increasing monthly, most mortgage-holders are unable to predict their
costs beyond a month.

The dominance of variable-rate mortgages in Australia means that borrowers are
treated as shock absorbers for the financial system, with lenders controlling when and
how to pass on interest rate rises and cuts.? This is an intergenerational inequity issue,
with older Australian homeowners more likely to have paid-off their mortgage, while
younger borrowers are left to absorb the volatility of interest rate changes, risking their
wellbeing and ability to financially plan for the future.

Recommendation 1: The Federal Government should establish an independent
mortgages inquiry to investigate how to encourage long-term fixed-rate mortgage
products and more competitive variable mortgage products.

Remove or reform Lenders Mortgage
Insurance (LMI)

If a borrower in Australia has a small deposit, which is the case for many young and first
home buyers, they pay Lenders Mortgage Insurance (LMI). LMI protects the lender
against risk of default without providing the borrower with any coverage or benefit.*
While lenders are not legally required to hold LMI, the prudential regulator - APRA -
considers LMI uptake when assessing risk weightings. APRA’s approach contributes to
LMI's widespread use.

Australian borrowers get the worst of all worlds with LMI. If they have a small deposit
and are not eligible for first homebuyer schemes, they pay insurance which protects only
the lender against risk of default. Borrowers get no insurance coverage themselves and
no support through discounted rates or hardship assistance. LMl is particularly unfair

2 CPRC and Mortgage Stress Victoria, March 2026, Australia’s Broken Mortgage Market,
https://cpre.org.au/report/australias-broken-mortgage-market

3 Ibid.

“ lbid.
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when combined with Australia’s reliance on variable interest rate mortgage products -
leaving borrowers bearing all the risk of increased interest rates.

It is time to step back and ask: what value does LMI deliver to Australians?

The Productivity Commission has observed that despite LMI being designed to reduce
the risk of low deposit loans, LMI does not result in better deals for consumers, with
people who pay for LMI also likely to pay higher interest rates.> The Commission also
found that LMI, in boosting the availability of credit for middle- and high-income
householders, contributes to increasing property prices and overall makes housing more
unaffordable. Further, some borrowers who switch lenders while still having less than
20% equity in their homes can end up paying LMl in full for a second time - they're
insured twice for a lender’s risk. ®

Recently, the Federal Government introduced the 5% deposit scheme to offer targeted
support for some borrowers to avoid LMI. The scheme allows first home buyers and
single parents to buy a home with a small deposit but still leaves home buyers that fall
outside of scheme criteria paying the insurance.

There is no clear, recent data to assess the size of the LMI market and what kind of
borrowers are still paying LMI. We suspect that people upgrading from a small first
property to a larger family home, people purchasing a new home after separation and
people relocating to major cities are regularly paying LMI. There are also major data gaps
about claims ratios for this product, with little industry transparency about how often
LMl is required to cover instances when someone is unable to service a loan.

Even with recent steps taken by the Federal Government to limit who pays LMI, this
product remains poor value, increases house prices and is likely unnecessary to manage
risks in the financial market. LMI is not fit for purpose, and it should be removed or
reformed to enable more Australians to enter the housing market.

Recommendation 2: Implement recommendations from the Productivity
Commission’s Competition in the Australian Financial System report to fix known
problems with Lenders Mortgage Insurance. This includes clear refund processes for
people switching to stop double payment of LMI.

Recommendation 3: The Federal Government should direct APRA to release regular
public information about the LMI market including market size, customer profile,
claims ratio and switching rates for people paying LMI.

Recommendation 4: The Federal Government should assess the value of LMI as part
of areview into the mortgage market, seeking to remove or reduce LMI payments for
borrowers where there is no or little value.

5 Productivity Commission, 2018, Competition in the Australian Financial System, p. 365,
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/financial-system/report/financial-system.pdf

¢ Ibid, p. 366.
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Better hardship support in times of mortgage
stress can help more people remain in their
homes

A high proportion of Australians are continuing to encounter mortgage stress, and we
can reasonably expect more Australians to need some sort of support to maintain their
home loan in the coming years. The group of people who are most likely to struggle with
repayments are people on low incomes and those who have borrowed large amounts of
money relative to their incomes and value of their homes.’ Improvements to hardship
support are a key equity concern.

CPRC's research with Mortgage Stress Victoria highlighted that two people in identical
circumstances can receive different levels of hardship assistance from their lender.® This
is because borrowers can have different hardship protections available to them through
industry codes, although some lenders may not be members of any code. Further,
borrowing from non-bank lenders is on the rise in Australia and consumers who borrow
from non-bank lenders are typically higher risk borrowers.® It is a very poor outcome
that these borrowers are also the same group with the worst hardship protections.

When a mortgage holder struggles to meet their repayments, they should be entitled to
a standard level of support, regardless of who their lender is. At minimum, the Australian
Banking Association’s Banking Code of Practice should be applied to all lenders, as it
provides the strongest level of protection to customers. The Federal Government should
also introduce a mandatory mortgage charter, to bring Australia in line with international
best practice.

Recommendation 5: The Federal Government should assess lender policies and
industry codes to standardise the type of hardship help people can expect to receive,
and introduce a mandatory mortgage charter.

7 CPRC and Mortgage Stress Victoria, March 2026, Australia’s Broken Mortgage Market,
https://cpre.org.au/report/australias-broken-mortgage-market ; Reserve Bank of Australia, September 2024, Resilience
of the Australian Financial System, https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/fsr/2024/sep/resilience-of-the-australian-
financial-system.html#3-1-banks

& CPRC and Mortgage Stress Victoria, March 2026, Australia’s Broken Mortgage Market,
https://cprc.org.au/report/australias-broken-mortgage-market

® Hudson, C., Kurian, S. and Lewis, M., 2023, Non-bank Lending in Australia and the Implications for Financial Stability,
https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2023/mar/non-bank-lending-in-australia-and-the-implications-for-
financial-stability.html
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Improved minimum standards and
enforcement to enhance renter health and
wellbeing

For many people who rent, inhabiting a home that is of a liveable standard is not always
within their control. CPRC research has found that renters often have an inadequate
safety net, do not find properties that suit their needs, and have trouble exercising their
rights.’® The power imbalance between renters, rental providers and property managers
further adds to the need for enhanced government oversight of minimum standards to
ensure renters can access housing that is safe, comfortable and affordable.

Our mystery shop research of 100 rental properties across Victoria identified that a lack
of standards for home insulation can have negative impacts on renters. We found that
while rental properties may have a heater, it may be inadequate at heating key parts of
the home, or the home itself could be very poor at retaining that heat.

In our report with Anika Legal and Consumer Action Law Centre, we undertook
qualitative research to understand some of the consequences of energy inefficient rental
homes. Renters told us they had to choose between paying higher energy bills to heat
their homes or not heating their home at all, causing them to feel concerned about the
physical and mental health impacts of being cold all the time."

Introducing nation-wide minimum standards for adequate heating and cooling, draught
proofing, insulation and overall energy efficiency would go some way to address these
financial, health and safety issues experienced by renters. Recent minimum standards
rental reforms by the Victorian Government demonstrate meaningful progress in
improving the quality of rentals and protections afforded to Victorian renters. The
Federal Government should work with state and territory governments to identify gaps
in minimum standards legislation and strengthen this nationwide.

Recommendation 6: The Federal Government should work with state and territory
governments to improve minimum standards for rental properties nationwide.

Homes which violate minimum standards can remain undetected. Current approaches to
regulation largely rely on renters reporting instances of non-compliance to their agent or
rental provider. This is not suitable considering the power imbalance that exists between
renters, rental providers and property managers. Renters are also not always able to
identify breaches, as many relate to structural soundness which require professional
assessment.

Our mystery shop found that while most Victorian rental properties appeared to meet
minimum standards, more than one in six (15%) failed to comply. Properties we visited
had visible mould, inadequate window coverings, poor smoke alarm placement and failed
to meet standards for heating.” These breaches have immediate consequences for

10 CPRC, 2019, The Renter’s Journey, https://cprc.org.au/report/report-the-renters-journey/

" Ibid.

2 CPRC, Anika Legal, Consumer Action Law Centre, 2024, Too Hot, Too Cold, Too Costly, https://cprc.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2024/12/Too-Hot-too-cold-too-costly.pdf

3 CPRC, 2024, Is It Liveable? A mystery shop of private rental properties, https://cprec.org.au/report/is-it-liveable/
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renter health and safety. Since our minimum standards report, a Rental Taskforce has
been established in Victoria and New South Wales to enforce compliance with standards
and to address unlawful conduct by rental providers and property managers. Similar
taskforces across Australia would help more renters have confidence that their rights
will be respected, and their homes will be comfortable and safe.

Recommendation 7: The Federal Government should provide funding to state and
territory governments to establish Rental Taskforces to oversee and enforce renter
protections.

Accountability frameworks help improve transparency of rental provider practices and
support renters to exercise their rights without fear of retribution. Such frameworks
could include a rental provider register or a mandatory code of conduct.

International jurisdictions including Scotland, Wales and Italy have introduced
mandatory rental provider registers and/or licenses as compliance mechanisms to better
the quality and safety of rental housing. The Federal Government should investigate
what this could look like at the national level, noting that some rental providers have
properties in states and territories they do not reside in.

Recommendation 8: The Federal Government should introduce accountability
frameworks such as a mandatory register and/or licensing scheme for rental
providers to manage compliance and improve renter protection.

Predictable rent increases - the need for a
fairness formula

Across Australia, there are inconsistent requirements concerning the amount and
frequency of rent increases. This means that renters face significant uncertainty about
the price of their biggest and most important cost: their home.

CPRC conducted research with Tenants Victoria to understand how rental providers
determine rent increases in Victoria. We spoke with 30 Victorian rental providers and
found that four in five (80%) rental providers had increased rent in the past two years,
averaging 17% per week. The findings reveal little consistency in how or when rent
increases are calculated. While rental providers consistently factored in increases to
their own costs, they also relied on subjective judgements, including assumptions about
arenter’s financial circumstances and whether they wished to retain a “good” renter.*
This flippant approach to rent increases entrenches uncertainty for renters and can
create significant stress in the lead up to an increase. It allows rental providers to pass
on property costs without limit, undermining renters’ ability to save for the future.

Reforms are needed to set fair limits and add stronger protections against excessive
rent increases. Establishing a fairness formula’ that provides predictability for people

1 CPRC and Tenants Victoria, September 2025, Setting the Price, https://cpre.org.au/report/setting-the-price/
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who rent alongside reasonable costs faced by rental providers, would represent
sophisticated reform for the rental sector.

Recommendation 9: The Federal Government should work with state and territory
governments to develop a fairness formula focused on transparent, consistent and
fair approaches to rent increases.

Make sure that people borrowing for an
investment property can afford to maintain
and repair the property

As noted above, far too many rental homes are in a very poor state of repair.

It is unclear how many landlords do not repair properties because they cannot afford to
do so, as opposed to those who choose not to make a repair. A landlord that cannot
afford to repair an oven when it breaks is someone who is failing to provide an essential
service. Regulations, including lending regulations, need to recognise this and ensure that
landlords are prepared to offer basic, minimum services.

Loans to individuals to invest in residential property are credit products, regulated under
the consumer credit regime. Regulator guidance requires banks to consider income when
lending to investors. This can include income from employment, or the income derived
from assets (such as rental income).” The regulatory guide does point lenders to
consider “foreseeable reductions to the amount or frequency of income” but does not
specify that a lender should explicitly consider the costs a property investor would
reasonably incur to repair and maintain a rental property.' Similarly, ASIC’s regulatory
guide requires lenders to consider someone’s outgoings. Specific outgoings of land tax,
rates and body corporate fees are listed to consider but there is nothing specified about
property maintenance and upkeep.

Informal information from lenders about what is considered when deciding to issue a
loan for an investment property can also fail to mention repair and maintenance costs.
For example, Unloan outlines that financial position, loan to value ratio, property type
and potential rental yield will all be considered for an investment loan."” There is no
mention of reasonable maintenance costs. Another lender, Bank of Queensland,
mentions that someone considering an investment property needs to consider ongoing
costs including maintenance, repairs and breakages however, their home loan tools and
budget calculators do not specifically factor in these considerations.™

5 ASIC, 2019, Regulatory Guide 209: Credit licensing: Responsible lending conduct, RG 209.63

6 RG 209.64

7 Unloan, 2024, How much can | borrow when buying an investment property?, https://www.unloan.com.au/learn/how-
much-can-i-borrow-when-buying-an-investment-property.

8 BOQ, 2024, Buying an Investment Property, https://www.bog.com.au/personal/home-loans/buying-an-investment-

property.
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It is unclear if lenders are specifically requiring property investors to demonstrate if they
have the appropriate savings or a plan to maintain and repair a rental property. The
regulatory guidance is not specific enough.

Recommendation 10: Make sure that people borrowing for an investment property
can afford to maintain and repair the property.

ASIC should provide clear guidance that a lender must consider whether someone
seeking an investment loan can afford reasonable maintenance and repair costs. This
should consider the state of the property at the time of purchase and the natural
lifecycle of household basics, including heating/cooling systems, age of appliances and
general annual upkeep.

Regulate to stop risky property lending advice

There is a well-known gap in consumer and financial system protections - there are no
protections to guard against poor quality property investment advice. This means that
there are people investing in property and providing rental properties as homes, that are
unprepared to do so. This is one factor that means some landlords do not fix an oven
when it breaks.

Australia has, rightly, introduced strong and clear protections to ensure that financial
advisers need to provide recommendations in the best interests of their clients. These
protections do not cover situations where someone is seeking to invest in real estate -
they only apply to financial products such as shares. This issue has been raised in
multiple inquiries, including the Scrutiny of Financial Advice Inquiry conducted by the
Senate Standing Committee on Economics in 2016.™

This gap arises because the issue does not fall neatly within the responsibility of Federal
or state governments. The Federal Government is responsible for regulating financial
services markets, including the advice profession. State and territory governments
regulate property transactions. Advice on property transactions has not been addressed,
leaving investors at the mercy of an unregulated sector that can push people into poor
investments counter to their interests, including known high-risk investments like land
banking.

It has been eight years since the Scrutiny of Financial Advice Inquiry report, yet the
committee’s conclusion still remains true:

Despite the number of reviews recommending that property investment advice
be regulated, no concrete action has been taken toward the introduction of a
uniform regulatory framework that would include property investment advice,
which remains exempt from the Corporations Act.?°

9 Senate Standing Committee on Economics (2016), Scrutiny of Financial Advice: Chapter 8,
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Scrutiny_of_Financial Advice/Report/
c08.

20 |bid.
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This inquiry should consider the ongoing risks that investors and the people who live in
investment properties face because of this regulatory gap.

Recommendation 11: Regulate to stop risky property lending advice and implement
the recommendations from the 2016 Scrutiny of Financial Advice Inquiry.

e Make the regulation of property investment advice a Commonwealth
responsibility (recognising that services provided by licensed real estate agents
would remain under state and territory regulation);

e Insert a definition of property investment advice into the Corporations Act and
the Australian Securities and Investments Commission Act; and

e Require that anyone providing property investment advice should hold an
Australian Financial Services License (with appropriate exceptions).
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